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Abstract 



Regional accreditation is an important and viable way for institutions to regulate 
themselves through standards development and their attainment as examined 
through peer review. Cycles of accreditation are useful in comparing and contrasting 
overall institutional effectiveness over time and against mutually agreed upon parameters. 

In the past 15 years, regional accrediting agencies have placed an increased emphasis on 
student outcomes as one of many measures of how well the institution is fulfilling its 
mission. This paper examines the status of outcomes assessments in the accreditation 
processes of the regional accrediting associations. 

The following questions were posed and answered as a result of this research: 

- What do research studies tell us about the use of outcomes assessment in 
the accreditation process? 

- What are the areas of agreement among regional accrediting agencies on 
outcomes assessments? 

- What resources do regional accrediting agencies use to support outcomes 
assessments in the accreditation process? 

- What areas could benefit more from an analysis of outcomes assessments 
but are currently somewhat limited? 

Research studies tell us that the goal of using outcomes assessments to determine the 
institution’s mission and goal fulfillment is still evolving for most institutions. The goal 
of capacity building as a result of outcomes assessments is far off. More planned 
intermittent research is needed at all levels of the academy, community colleges, 4 year 
institutions, and universities to differentiate the components of assessments that are 
useful at each level. 

Questions posed as a result of outcomes assessment in the accreditation process include 
those related to budget development and expenditures, academic program viability, and 
student focused institutional planning and development. 

Areas that could benefit more from an analysis of outcomes assessments but are currently 
somewhat limited include student affairs data analysis including surveys on student 
participation in tutoring and campus activities, work study program participation, and 
outcomes assessments findings from federally funded student affairs programs. There is 
little evidence in the literature that outcomes assessments are being used to improve the 
curriculum, or change curricular direction to make it more in line with institutional 
mission. There is evidence that policy issues in accreditation are greatly affected by 
federal legislation. 
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Introduction 



Accreditation continues to be in the spotlight as the federal government and states 
emphasize more accountability and transparency in the process. With the pending 
reauthorization of the Higher Education Act (“College Access and Opportunity Act of 
2006) and the following approved amendments passed on Thursday, March 30, 2006, 1 
Congress is moving to get the legislation through both houses this year. 

• Souder (R-Indiana) - Amendment #6 - removes language in the bill that prohibits 
schools from denying transfer credit based solely on the accreditation of the 
sending institution; 

• Gohmert (R-Texas)- Amendment #2 (by a vote of 418-2) - strikes the reporting 
requirements for colleges and universities (section 131(f) of the HEA, as it would 
be amended by the bill. The amendment also strikes section 495 (a)(1) of the bill 
(amending section 496(a)(1) of the bill (amending section 496 (a)(3) of the HEA, 
which would allow states to apply to the Secretary of Education to become 
recognized accreditors. 

Congressional interest in accreditation has been well documented in the Chronicle of 
Higher Education by Bollag 2 who indicates a more widespread view towards 
transparency and openness in the accreditation process. The interest seems to be 
escalating, even in years when the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act is not at 
issue. 

The Council for Higher Education Accreditation is well aware of the trends towards more 
transparency and accountability in the process. In a 2005 article in Change 3 , Eaton, 
Fryshman, Hope, Scanlon and Crow pose and answer the question of whether 
accreditation can disclose without doing damage, given pledges of confidentiality as 
institutions share with peers and colleagues their planning, budget, daily operations 
policies, processes and procedures for review, comment, and actions. The Higher 
Learning Commission of the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools has 
designed a Web-based program of disclosure in hopes of providing the public and policy 
makers with reassurances that transparency can coexist with credibility. 

In the United States, accrediting agencies are private entities, some of which are 
recognized by the United States Department of Education (ED). ED maintains a publicly 
accessible website indicating national accrediting agencies that they recognize. This 
website enables the public to determine which private groups are recognized. 

While there are many functions of accreditation, primary selected functions include: 



1 From the Congressional Record . March 30, 2006. 

2 From “Congress Stops Giving Heartburn to Accreditors” by Bollag, Burton in the Chronicle of Higher 
Education 12/9/2005, Vol. 52 Issue 16, p. A1-A19, 3p. 

3 From “Disclosure and Damage” by Eaton, Judith, Fryshman, Vernard, Hope, Samuel, Scanlon, Elise, and 
Crow, Steve in Change , 2005, pp. 42-49. 
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> External verification that the program or institution meets standards; 

> Assists students in assessing differences and similarities among institutions and 
programs; 

> Helps institutions in determining the acceptability of transfer credits; 

> Establish criteria for certification and licensure. 4 

The two basic types of accreditation are “institutional” and “specialized” or 
“programmatic”. 

> Institutional accreditation applies to the entire institution and is completed by the 
regional accrediting associations or national accrediting agencies. 

> Specialized or programmatic accreditation applies to departments, schools or 
programs that are parts of an institution and usually occur within institutions that 
are regionally accredited. Certain professional schools and hospitals are 
accredited by specialized or programmatic accrediting groups as free standing 
organizations. 5 



Focus of Paper 

Although specialized or programmatic accrediting includes outcomes assessment, this 
review focuses on the status of outcomes assessments in the accrediting process of the 
regional accrediting associations. 

• Appendix A includes the publications of the regional accrediting agencies that 
relate to outcomes assessment. 

• For the reader’s interest, there is a list of all of the accrediting agencies (other than 
those regional accrediting agencies that are the focus of this paper) recognized by 
the U.S. Department of Education. They are listed on the ED website and in 
Appendix B of this paper. 

The regional accrediting agencies include: 

• Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools, Commission on Higher 
Education 6 

• New England Association of Schools and Colleges, Commission on Institutions 
of Higher Education 7 

• North Central Association of Colleges and Schools, The Higher Learning 
Commission 8 

• Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities 9 



4 www.ed.gov/print/admins/finaid/accred/accreditation.html , 3/17/2006. 

5 www.ed.gov/print/admins/finaid/accred/accreditation.html , 3/17/2006. 

6 From Middle States Association Commission on Higher Education website at http://www.msche.org/ 

7 

From New England Association of Colleges and Schools website at http://www.neasc.org/cihe/cihe.htm 

g 

From the North Central Association Higher Learning Commission website at 
http://www.ncahigherlearningcommission.org/ 

9 From Northwest Commission on Colleges and Schools website at http://www.nwccu.org/ 
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